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More than two decades ago, the traditional gender gap in higher education has 

been reversed in most developed countries. More women than men now obtain 

a tertiary level degree (DiPrete 2013; Van Bavel 2012). As demonstrated in 

Figure 1, by the mid-1990s, women outnumbered men among the tertiary edu-

cated in most European countries. At the end of the first decade of the 21
st
 cen-

tury, there was over 20 percent more female than male graduates. Consequent-

ly, marriage markets for highly educated individuals changed dramatically. 

Indeed, there is growing empirical evidence that highly educated women from 

younger generations are increasingly likely to marry a man with lower educa-

tion (Esteve et al. 2012; Grow – Van Bavel 2015; Van Bavel 2012). 

 Despite the evidence of growing female hypogamy, relatively little is 

known about who partners down, who partners with a highly educated man, 

and who stays single. Thus, this paper contributes to the existing scholarship on 

assortative mating by exploring the link between occupational resources and 

living arrangements. In particular, we raise the question of whether these wom-

en live in a homogamous union with a highly educated man, partner down, or 

live single. 
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 In this study, we focus on highly educated women for two reasons. First, 

women with tertiary degrees underwent the most dramatic shift in educational 

attainment. Thus, they also experienced the most profound transformation of 

marriage markets. Second, highly educated women and their mating behavior 

are of major interest, as educated individuals tend to be more liberal and score 

higher in personality traits such as openness (Anýţová 2018). They also show 

lower adherence to the traditional roles of men and women. The transformation 

of their mating behavior and the change in partners’ relative human capital 

might have a major impact on gender relationships in general (Klesment – Van 

Bavel 2015). At the same time, it is plausible to assume that as the number and 

significance of tertiary-educated individuals increases, it becomes more influ-

ential in shaping social trends. Moreover, the college and non-college divide is 

the most salient educational boundary in the 21
st
 century (Permanyer et al. 

2019). 

 Furthermore, our study has a strong comparative dimension. We assume 

that the choice between homogamy, hypogamy, or singleness is linked not only 

to the individual level characteristics but also to the macro-level conditions that 

determine the benefits and costs of individual’s choices. Even though all mar-

riage markets are governed by the same general principles (e.g. individuals 

with more resources are more successful), the specific conditions and the value 

of different resources might vary across societies. In particular, we are interest-

ed in the role of female employment rates as employment patterns determine to 

a large extent the value of education.  

 The empirical part analyzes the stock of existing unions from the EU-SILC 

data from 2013. Arguably, existing unions provide a more complete picture of 

assortative mating principles than newly formed unions. Focus on the existing 

unions reflects the fact that the overall distance between social groups is re-

flected not only by the rate of intermarriage but also by the assortative dissolu-

tion of unions (Hamplová – Le Bourdais 2008; Hou – Myles 2007; Schwartz – 

Mare 2005; Šprocha – Dţambazovič 2020). Moreover, focus on the existing 

unions is important if we are interested in social inequality because they pro-

vide a better indication of the number of resources available in the existing 

households (Schwartz – Mare 2005). 

 Finally, it must be noted that the paper uses the term ‘marriage’ for simplici-

ty. All intimate co-residential unions are considered, including unmarried co-

habitations. 
 

Theoretical framework 
 

Educational assortative mating 

In the 20
th
 century, education has become an important dimension of the mating 

behavior and the educational similarity between spouses has been growing, 



 
 

Sociológia 52, 2020, No. 6                                                                              601 

particularly in the second half of the century (Blossfeld 2009; Hamplová 2009; 

Mare 1991; Monaghan 2015; Schwartz – Mare 2005). The rising levels of edu-

cational homogamy are usually explained by two mechanisms. First, as women 

massively entered the labor market, their earning potential became more im-

portant for marriage than their domestic skills (Blossfeld – Timm 2003; 

Monaghan 2015; Oppenheimer 1994). Thus, highly educated men became in-

creasingly less likely to partner with women with lower education and lower 

earning potential. Second, values, tastes, cultural consumption, and lifestyles 

became more closely linked to education. As individuals tend to interact with 

those who are similar to themselves and as education has become a major de-

terminant of lifestyle and values, an academic degree became a more important 

dimension of a marital choice (Blossfeld 2009; DiMaggio – Mohr 1985; 

McPherson et al. 2001). Moreover, education became more important for labor 

market outcomes, such as income or security of employment, and many non-

market outcomes, such as wellbeing (Permanyer et al. 2019). Thus, it is a key 

indicator and predictor of future lifestyles and life chances. At the same time, 

the role of other characteristics such as religion, race, or class origin in the mat-

ing choice has been weakening (Rosenfeld 2008). The tendency to select a 

partner with the same education was particularly strong among individuals with 

the highest (and lowest) levels of education, which suggests that high-resource 

individuals were increasingly less likely to accept a lower-resource partner 

(Schwartz – Mare 2005). 

 In the absence of homogamy, male hypogamy (i.e., the man has a higher 

status than the woman) has traditionally been more common than female hy-

pogamy (i.e., the woman has the higher status). Such a pattern corresponded to 

the traditional division of labor and the prevalent norm of the male breadwinner 

family. In contrast, the female status-dominated relationships were often 

viewed as a deviation from social norms and expectations. However, despite 

the non-normativity of female hypogamy, the growing female advantage in 

higher education implies that an increasing number of highly educated women 

are not able to partner with a man who has the same education (De Hauw – 

Van Bavel 2015; Esteve et al. 2012). Indeed, using data from 56 countries, 

Esteve et al. (2012) provide comprehensive evidence that female hypogamy is 

growing and that the couples in which the woman achieved higher education 

than the man are more common than couples in which the man obtained a 

higher degree in the majority of these countries. De Hauw et al. (2017) demon-

strated similar trends in European countries. Among cohorts born in 1970 – 

1979, female hypogamy was more common than hypergamy in 19 out of 28 

countries. 



Figure 1: Percentage of graduates from tertiary education who are female (%) 
 

 
Source: http://data.uis.unesco.org/#, downloaded August 18th, 2020 
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 Some authors advanced the hypothesis that the increase in female hypo-

gamy is a sign of declining aversion to female-status-dominated relationships 

(Klesment – Van Bavel 2017). Nevertheless, analyses of divorce risks suggest 

that growing female hypogamy might be a consequence of lower availability of 

alternatives rather than a sign of changing preferences (Grow et al. 2017). This 

would mean that the increasing tendency to marry down might be explained by 

the lack of alternatives and increasing competition among highly educated 

women rather than by the change of attitudes.  

 Our approach is built on the assumption that highly educated women still 

prefer a highly educated partner. First, ‘like is attracted to like’ and homophily 

is a dominant mechanism in partner’s selection in general (McPherson et al. 

2001). Men and women tend to select their likes particularly in characteristics 

that are linked to lifestyles and values, which partly applies to education. Se-

cond, education is an important determinant of income. As individuals general-

ly prefer partners of ‘better quality’, more educated – and typically higher-

earning – partners are likely to be more desirable than low educated individu-

als. This general principle might be even more tenacious in the case of men as 

their identity is still more closely associated with labor market status. Third, 

even women who heavily invest in the labor market and seek a man who partic-

ipates in domestic chores and childcare are likely to prefer highly educated 

men. Men with higher education tend to be more liberal and hold less tradition-

al views on female and male roles. In line with this argument, there is compre-

hensive evidence that more educated men do more housework than their coun-

terparts with less education (Coltrane 2000; Hamplová et al. 2019; Sullivan et 

al. 2014; Treas – Tai 2016). Thus, if a woman seeks a partner that is willing to 

take some responsibility for domestic tasks and childcare, she is more likely to 

find such a match among highly educated men. 
 

Marriage markets and marriage squeeze among highly educated women 

The reversal of the gender gap in higher education produced a certain type of 

marriage squeeze among highly educated females as more women compete for 

a smaller number of highly educated men. Marriage squeeze is a demographic 

concept that has been introduced in the 1960s. It refers to the idea that the ex-

cess of one sex over the other will leave some without partners (Akers 1967). 

Marriage squeeze might be produced by disproportions in absolute numbers of 

men and women but can arise also from differences in characteristics relevant 

for the selection of mates. Originally, the concept of marriage squeeze was 

applied to the disproportion of men and women in prime marriage ages (Akers 

1967; Katrňák 2001). Nevertheless, the concept was extended to the dispropor-

tion of male and female graduates to describe education-specific marriage 

squeeze (Van Bavel 2012). 
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 As the competition for highly educated men increases, the group of highly 

educated women is likely to become more stratified. Some women partner with 

a highly educated man, others have two options. They might marry down or 

they can keep searching or forgo a union rather than marry a man with lower 

status (Van Bavel 2012). It is reasonable to assume that the choice between 

homogamy, hypogamy, or singleness is not random but is affected by various 

individual-level characteristics and macro-level conditions. 

 To understand the role of these characteristics, the concept of the marriage 

market is useful (Becker 1996). This metaphor invokes the idea that partner’s 

choice in modern societies is conducted by free individuals who compete with 

each other to attract the best matches and to maximize their utility (Becker 

1973, 1996; Monaghan 2015; Oppenheimer 1988). Similarly to any other mar-

ket transactions, individuals of ‘better quality’ are able to command ‘higher 

price’ and to snare ‘high-quality’ partners. A range of individual characteristics 

might be used as trade-offs or assets to compete for the best matches at the 

marriage market, including personality traits, physical attractiveness or will-

ingness and skills to contribute to housework (Gottschall et al. 2008; 

McClintock 2014; Šetinová – Klímová Chaloupková 2019). This paper focuses 

on the importance of occupational resources as they are of special interest for 

research on social inequality.  

 In particular, we are interested in three characteristics of the labor market 

position: income, occupational status, and the field of occupation. As for in-

come and occupational status, the observation that more resources lead to better 

matches is a guiding principle of any mating market. Given the massive entry 

of women into the labor market, their earning potential, and financial contribu-

tion to the household became an important asset in the marriage market 

(Schwartz – Mare 2005). Thus, we expect that women with higher incomes are 

more successful in attracting a highly educated man. Woman’s resources are 

also likely to be linked to the choice between marrying down and staying sin-

gle. High-resource women have more means to forgo an undesirable union 

(Dykstra – Poortman 2010). 

 Concerning the field of occupation, we suggest that the level of feminization 

is of major importance. A number of studies show that the field of education is 

as important or might be even a better indicator of a woman’s family behavior 

than the level of education attained (Bagavos 2010; Hoem et al. 2006; Van 

Bavel 2010). Three mechanisms might be at play. First, male-dominated fields 

tend to be linked with more resources. Given the leading principle of all mar-

riage markets that more resources lead to a better match, it is plausible to ex-

pect that women working in typically female fields are viewed as worse match-

es than women from typically male fields. Thus, we would expect more ho-

mogamy among highly educated women working in male-dominated jobs. 
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Second, women in male-dominated fields have more opportunities to meet their 

highly educated male peers. This principle would also increase the odds of 

homogamy among women from male fields but this increase would not be ex-

plained off by their individual resources. 

 Third, women in the male- and female-dominated fields might differ in their 

willingness to forgo a less advantageous match. There is evidence that women 

with different values and normative expectations self-select themselves into 

various occupations. For example, women with higher family orientation often 

prefer disciplines that require stereotypical female qualities, such as caring and 

interpersonal contacts (for similar arguments about the field of study see Van 

Bavel 2010). This means that they might be less willing to postpone a union 

formation in hope that they could meet a better match in the future. Moreover, 

entering into such fields might further socialize women into these qualities as 

the environment fosters gender-typical attitudes and roles (Van Bavel 2010). 

Consequently, women in female-dominated professions might be less willing to 

keep waiting and accept an available match with a man with lower education.  

 Built on the theoretical arguments presented above, we formulate the fol-

lowing hypotheses about the individual-level characteristics: 
 

Hypothesis 1: Women with higher incomes and better jobs are more likely to 
live in a homogamous union with a highly educated partner than women with 

lower incomes and lower occupational status. This hypothesis is built on the 

leading principle of any mating market that individuals with more resources 

are able to attract better matches than those with fewer resources (Becker 

1993). 

Hypothesis 2: In the absence of homogamy, women with higher incomes and 
higher status jobs are more likely to forgo a union than women with fewer re-

sources. Women with lower incomes and lower status jobs are more likely to 
partner down. Indeed, there is past evidence that women with more resources 

are less likely to marry down as they are able to postpone marital search and 

able to avoid undesirable unions (Dykstra – Poortman 2010). 
Hypothesis 3: Women working in typically male fields are more likely to live 

in a homogamous union with a highly educated partner than women working 
in typically female fields. Male-dominated fields are generally linked to high-

er resources than female-dominated fields and higher resource individuals 

are able to attract better matches (Murphy – Oesch 2016).  

Hypothesis 4: In the absence of homogamy, women working in the male-

dominated professions are more likely to forgo a union than women in fe-

male-dominated occupations. The link between female hypogamy and the 
field of occupation cannot be explained off by women’s individual resources. 

As female occupations tend to be linked to more pro-family values, these 
women are less likely to postpone or forgo a union even if they do not meet a 

highly educated man (Bagavos 2010; Hoem et al. 2006). 
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Cross-national differences 
 

Finally, mating behavior and marital choices are not acts of isolated individuals 

but need to be considered in the institutional context of society. The patterns of 

who marries whom are significantly affected by structural constraints of natio-

nal marriage markets (Permanyer et al. 2019). A number of studies have shown 

that mating patterns vary across countries (Katrňák et al. 2012) and that con-

ditions of the local mating market affect not only who marries whom but also 

who remains single (De Hauw et al. 2017).  

 Our theoretical background is built on the assumption that occupational 

characteristics constitute an important resource that can be used to attract a 

better match on the mating market. This expectation is grounded in the funda-

mental condition that individuals translate their occupations into resources on 

the labor market. Thus, in this paper, we are particularly interested in the ques-

tion of how female employment rates affect the link between occupational re-

sources and mating. We suggest that the level of the female labor force partici-

pation can be used as a proxy for the benefits and costs of various types of un-

ions and mating strategies. First, if women’s attachment to the labor market is 

looser, we can assume that the role of occupational resources in the marital 

choice would be weaker. The mating strategies of a woman that is expected to 

reduce labor force participation upon starting the family are likely to differ 

from strategies of women who expect to continue working through various life 

stages. At the same time, the relative attractiveness of the woman might also be 

linked to the extent to which she can take advantage of her education. Thus, it 

is plausible to expect that the role of occupational characteristics differs accord-

ing to the female employment rate. In particular, higher occupational resources 

might be more important in countries with higher female employment rates. 

 Second, under the more traditional gender role specialization (and lower 

female labor force participation), women are more motivated to search for men 

with better economic prospects who would act as the main breadwinners in the 

family. In other words, if women assume that the family will be – at least tem-

porarily – dependent primarily on their husbands’ resources, they might put a 

higher emphasis on finding a highly educated man and might be reluctant to 

marry down. This might increase their willingness to postpone an undesirable 

union and increase the odds of singleness. 
 

Hypothesis 5: The link between individual resources and homogamy is 

stronger in countries with higher female labor force participation. 
Hypothesis 6: The reluctance to marry down is stronger in countries with 

lower female labor force participation. 
 

  



 
 

Sociológia 52, 2020, No. 6                                                                              607 

Data and method 
 

Method 

This paper used the multilevel regression models to explore the factors that are 

linked to the odds of living in homogamous or hypogamous unions or not hav-

ing a co-residential partner among highly educated women in Europe. Specifi-

cally, it adopted a sequential logit design and modeled mating processes in two 

steps. Our modeling strategy was built on the assumption that highly educated 

women prefer men with high education. Indeed, there is some evidence that 

highly educated women are still reluctant to lower their aspirations despite the 

growing ‘marriage squeeze’ (Skopek et al. 2010). Only if such an option is not 

available, they partner down or decide to forgo a union. Thus, in the first step, 

the analysis explored the odds of living in a homogamous union versus or all 

other options (i.e. partnering down or staying single). In the second step, the 

odds of marrying down (rather than staying single) were estimated for those 

who do not live in a homogamous union. 

 To account for the inter-dependence between observations from the same 

country, we adopted a multilevel mixed-effects approach in Stata 15 (meqrlo-

git). In such cases, the use of OLS regression would be inappropriate as the 

standard linear models are built on the assumption of independence between 

observations (Wooldridge 2009). Although such hierarchical data could be also 

analyzed using OLS with country dummies, such an approach does not allow 

for incorporating country-level variables. 
 

Data 

The paper used the EU-SILC data from 2013. Only economically active wom-

en with the completed tertiary education who were born in 1979 or later and 

who were at least 25 years of age at the time of the survey were selected for the 

analysis. In total, information on 8391 women aged 25 to 34 from 27 European 

countries was analyzed (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Ger-

many, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Iceland, 

Italy, Latvia, Luxemburg, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portu-

gal, Slovenia, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United King-

dom
3
). The age bracket 25-34 was chosen for two reasons. First, by age 25, the 

majority of women have already finished at least the first step of tertiary educa-

tion. Second, the age bracket 25 to 34 is considered to be the prime age for the 

formation of co-residential unions (De Hauw et al. 2017). 

 

                                                           
3
 No information on female employment rates in Croatia, Malta, and Serbia is available and these countries are not included 

in the analysis. The Romanian sample is not included due to some problems in the data (only a negligible number of Roma-

nian women had a recorded conjugal union). 
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Dependent variable 

Two dependent variables were analyzed. In the first step, a binary variable 

distinguishing those who lived with a partner who has also graduated from the 

tertiary institution and all others was used (homogamy = 1, otherwise = 0). 

Afterward, only women who did not live in a homogamous union at the time of 

the survey were selected. In the second step, the dependent variable differenti-

ated highly educated women who partnered down and those who were single at 

the time of data collection (hypergamy = 1, singleness = 0). 
 

Explanatory variables 

The EU-SILC data uses the two-digit ISCO-08 code for occupation. For each 

occupational group, the proportion of men was calculated (from 10,4 percent to 

95,3 percent). The most feminized occupational groups (nursing, chamber-

maids) included around 10 percent of male workers. In contrast, the most male-

dominated professions (construction) included around 5 percent of female 

workers. Based on this information, male-dominated, female-dominated, and 

mixed professions were distinguished. Two measures were adopted in this pa-

per that have a tradition in social sciences (Blau et al. 2013; Sheridan 1997). 

First, male and female occupations were defined as jobs in which at least 70 

percent of workers belong to the respective sex (i.e., female occupation = at 

least 70 percent of females, male occupation = at least 70 percent of males). 

Using this distinction, around 10 percent of women worked in male-dominated 

occupations, 49 percent in female-dominated occupations, and 41 percent in 

mixed professions. Second, we adopted the definition of integrated occupations 

in which women constituted between 40 to 60 percent of workers (Blau et al. 

2013). If we used the cut-point of 60 percent, 13 percent of women worked in 

male-dominated professions, 55 percent in the female/dominated, and 31 per-

cent in mixed professions. The distinction between male-dominated, female-

dominated, and mixed occupation was based on all workers in the pooled sam-

ple. It was not possible to calculate a country-specific indicator as the occupa-

tional categories are detailed and the number of respondents in each occupation 

was very low. 

 Individual-level resources were measured by three characteristics: status of 

occupation, a supervisory position, and income. The International Socio-

Economic Index of Occupations (ISEI
4
 – see Ganzeboom and Treiman, 1996) 

was used as a proxy for the status of the occupation. It expresses the cultural 

and economic resources typical for each occupation. 

 Furthermore, we included information about whether the woman was in a 

supervisory position (yes = 1, no = 0). The self-employed individuals with em-

                                                           
4
 EU-SILC contains only two-digit ISCO codes whereas ISEI is based on the four-digit ISCO codes. Thus, the original two-

digit ISCO was multiplied by 100. 
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ployees were also included among supervisors. Even though it would be inter-

esting to keep businesswomen as a separate category, the number of self-

employed women in the analyzed sample was very low. We estimated all mod-

els twice, once including the self-employed women and once dropping them 

out. The results were practically the same and we decided to keep them for the 

analysis to have a slightly larger sample size. 

 The net personal income was coded into country-specific deciles for ter-

tiary-educated women aged 25-34. The measure expresses the relative standing 

of the respondent compared to her peers in the same age and educational group. 

A preliminary analysis of homogamy showed that the association between in-

come and the odds of homogamy is non-linear and only women in the highest 

decile differ from the others. Thus, a binary measure distinguishing high-

income women (those in the highest income decile = 1, otherwise = 0) is used 

in the first step. However, the linear measure seemed to be more appropriate 

for estimating the odds of hypogamy (versus staying single). The fact that only 

women belonging to the highest income decile differed from the rest of the 

population in the analysis of homogamy suggests that the observed pattern 

might not be explained by general income effect but rather by membership in 

an elite group. 

 At the country level, the female employment rate refers to the OECD statis-

tics on the labor force participation of women aged 25 to 64 in 2013. We use 

female labor force participation for all productive ages, not only for the select-

ed ages that were analyzed in this paper. We believe that the mating behavior is 

affected not only by the current situation (employment at the age of 25-34) but 

also by the expected returns to education in the future. For example, in some 

countries, women are expected to drop out of the labor market for a substantive 

period of time after starting the family. Thus, their and their partner’s behavior 

might be affected by the expectation that their employment patterns would 

change in the future. 

 All models controlled for age and subjective health (being in very good 

health = 1, otherwise, 0). The age was controlled as it is a strong predictor of 

union formation. Even though we used a relatively narrow age category (25-

34), it covers the prime ages for coresidential union formation. There is an im-

portant difference between younger and older women even within this age 

group. Subjective health was controlled as a possible confounder. Bad health is 

likely to affect both, union formation and employment status. At the country 

level, we controlled for the sex ratio in higher education, which determines the 

general situation of the marriage market for highly edcated women. The meas-

ure is derived from the UNESCO educational statistics. A mean sex ratio be-
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tween the years 2000 and 2013 is used
5
. In models predicting the odds of ho-

mogamy, the sex ratio was used as a continuous indicator. We also tested vari-

ous categorical measures but we did not find any evidence for a non-linear 

relationship. Thus, we used the linear measure expressing the relative female 

advantage in education (the larger value means the higher female advantage). 

However, in models predicting hypogamy (versus singleness), a binary variable 

distinguishing countries with a larger female advantage and a lower female 

advantage was used. The model with a linear measure yielded large estimated 

values for the sex ratio with enormous confidence intervals. Moreover, an addi-

tional sensitivity analysis suggested that the estimates for the linear measure of 

the sex ratio were relatively unstable
6
. Thus, we divided the linear indicator 

into deciles in the first step. The inspection of the results showed that the dif-

ference was only between one-third of countries with the highest sex ratio and 

the others. Thus, a binary variable reflecting this difference was created. 
 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics  

Table 1 reports the descriptive statistics for the analytical sample. In total, we 

had information on 8,391 women; the mean age was 30.0 years. As for other 

characteristics, we observed major differences across societies. Greek young 

women enjoyed particularly good health (nearly 80 percent) while less than 20 

percent of Lithuanian and Latvian women reported being in very good health. 

Using the 70 percent cut-off to define the male- and female-dominated occupa-

tions, except for Ireland, only a small proportion of young tertiary-educated 

women worked in male-dominated professions. The proportion of women con-

centrated in the female occupations was lowest in Latvia and Lithuania (less 

than 30 percent) as the majority of women from these countries worked in 

mixed occupational groups. In contrast, the proportion of women working in 

female-dominated occupations was highest in Greece and Italy (over 60 per-

cent). Around 20 percent of all respondents worked in a supervisory position. 

Surprisingly, the proportion was particularly low in Denmark (5.7 percent). 

Nevertheless, even in the unrestricted sample (i.e. women of all ages and from 

all educational groups), only 7 percent reported a supervisory position in Den-

mark. 

 

                                                           
5
 See http://www.uis.unesco.org/DataCentre/Pages/BrowseEducation.aspx. Downloaded on January 25, 2016. 

6
 We re-estimated the model several times. In each step, we deleted a country and compared the estimated coefficients for 

sex-ratio. These model provided very unstable results and the coefficients varied largely based on a specific combination of 

countries. 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/DataCentre/Pages/BrowseEducation.aspx


Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the analytical sample 

 Age Health Occupation Supervisor ISEI Sex ratio Female 

 

mean % male (%) female (%) (%) mean in education employment 

Austria 30.0 64.4 9.4 43.8 46.3 63.7 0.5 80.5 

Belgium 30.1 49.4 10.5 56.0 21.6 61.2 0.5 74.0 

Bulgaria 29.4 45.4 11.2 34.9 19.7 58.6 0.6 71.5 

Czech R. 30.4 55.9 11.9 47.0 18.8 64.1 0.5 80.9 

Denmark 29.9 36.8 7.6 54.7 5.7 62.4 0.5 75.5 

Estonia 29.4 29.3 12.5 36.6 19.7 66.7 0.6 78.6 

Finland 30.1 38.0 12.7 53.3 12.7 60.0 0.5 79.0 

France 30.1 40.8 11.4 51.3 39.5 60.5 0.6 76.0 

Germany 30.3 42.7 10.2 51.7 20.8 59.1 0.6 51.4 

Greece 30.0 79.4 7.6 62.9 10.7 55.2 0.5 61.2 

Hungary 29.9 40.9 8.9 40.4 11.3 61.5 0.6 78.1 

Ireland 30.8 58.0 32.5 38.9 26.9 49.4 0.5 76.3 

Iceland 29.7 55.6 9.1 55.6 54.6 58.7 0.6 70.0 

Italy 30.4 27.5 10.1 61.6 17.2 54.1 0.6 65.6 

Latvia 29.9 19.2 8.4 27.5 14.4 62.2 0.6 82.3 

Lithuania 29.5 17.5 12.8 29.5 11.1 60.7 0.6 58.0 

Luxembourg 30.2 44.7 4.8 49.6 17.5 65.3 0.5 76.1 

Netherlands 30.2 37.7 6.9 41.3 15.8 66.4 0.5 75.5 

Norway 29.5 43.2 11.7 56.4 16.2 64.8 0.6 79.4 

Poland 29.7 37.7 7.4 46.6 17.9 58.3 0.6 82.6 

Portugal 29.9 25.2 9.2 54.2 33.6 63.0 0.6 81.6 

Slovakia 31.0 43.8 8.2 45.7 21.5 62.8 0.6 71.2 

Slovenia 29.5 41.0 3.1 44.8 9.7 58.8 0.6 72.2 

Spain 29.9 34.3 7.8 56.8 19.1 52.7 0.5 82.7 

Sweden 30.2 46.0 16.0 44.9 11.8 63.2 0.6 79.3 

Switzerland 30.0 53.5 12.8 52.0 20.5 65.0 0.5 69.6 

UK 30.1 60.3 11.0 48.4 33.8 59.6 0.6 75.2 

Total 30.0 42.5 10.5 48.4 20.7 59.7 

 
 

Source: SILC 2013, N (individuals) = 8391, N (countries) = 27 

Source sex ratio in education: UNESCO; Source female employment: OECD  
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 Table 2 reports the proportion of women living in homogamous and hypo-

gamous unions and staying single. The highest share of homogamous unions 

was found in Switzerland, Ireland, and the United Kingdom (around a half). In 

contrast, highly educated women from Southern Europe, Bulgaria, and Slo-

vakia were least likely to live with a man with a tertiary degree. These descrip-

tive statistics suggest that the relatively low levels of homogamy in these coun-

tries cannot be contributed to the willingness to marry down. It was rather a 

consequence of the high proportion of single women in this age group. Thus, in 

Italy, Greece, and Portugal, around 60 percent of women aged 25-34 were not 

living in a co-residential union. It might reflect the fact that alternative family 

norms (including unmarried cohabitations) are less accepted in these countries 

and female hypogamy might be more stigmatized in these countries. 
 

Table 2: Proportion of tertiary-educated women in living in homogamous 

unions, hypogamous unions, and staying single (%) 
 

 

Homogamy Hypogamy Single 

Austria 29.6 21.6 48.8 

Belgium 43.4 30.8 25.7 

Bulgaria 19.0 27.7 53.4 

Switzerland 49.7 21.4 28.9 

Czech Republic 39.8 34.5 25.7 

Germany 37.7 20.4 42.0 

Denmark 35.1 22.1 42.8 

Estonia 33.7 32.8 33.5 

Greece 21.3 20.2 58.5 

Spain 27.2 22.6 50.2 

Finland 41.3 25.9 32.9 

France 46.2 29.3 24.5 

Hungary 29.4 21.4 49.2 

Ireland 52.4 17.3 30.2 

Iceland 26.2 33.3 40.5 

Italy 20.9 17.5 61.6 

Latvia 42.8 18.5 38.8 

Luxembourg 43.7 19.8 36.5 

Lithuania 27.6 32.3 40.1 

Netherlands 31.2 20.7 48.1 

Norway 35.0 18.9 46.2 

Poland 37.6 25.2 37.3 

Portugal 22.8 19.2 58.0 

Sweden 37.0 22.6 40.4 

Slovenia 28.8 34.9 36.3 

Slovakia 23.6 26.3 50.1 

United Kingdom 50.1 24.4 25.4 

Total 37.4 23.9 38.7 

Source: SILC 2013, N (individuals) = 8391, N (countries) = 27 
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Regression analysis – Individual-level characteristics 

The left-hand side of Table 3 reports the estimated odds ratios from multilevel 

logistic regressions with the dependent variable homogamy (v. hypogamy or 

singleness). The right-hand side of the same table shows the estimated odds 

ratios of hypogamy (versus singleness) for a sub-sample of women who did not 

live in a homogamous relationship. 

 In the first step, models included information on woman’s resources (wom-

an’s income, ISEI of her job, and whether she held a supervisory position or 

not) and all control variables (age, subjective health, the sex ratio in higher 

education in the country). Hypothesis 1 was derived from the fundamental 

premise of the marriage market theory that more resources mean higher odds of 

having a high-quality partner. It predicted that women with more occupational 

resources would be more likely to live in a homogamous union than those with 

lower resources. This hypothesis was fully corroborated by Model 1A. As this 

model demonstrates, the more resources the woman had, the higher were her 

odds to find a highly educated partner. Women in the highest income decile 

had approximately 25 percent higher odds of living in a homogamous union 

than women with lower incomes. If belonging to the highest income decile 

signals elite membership, our findings demonstrate that more elite women were 

more likely to attract a highly educated partner. Similarly, supervisors had 

nearly 20 percent higher odds to partner with a highly educated man than those 

without a supervisory position. Furthermore, the socioeconomic status of the 

job had also an independent positive effect on homogamy among highly edu-

cated women.  

 Furthermore, we hypothesized that women with higher incomes and higher 

status jobs were more likely to forgo a union than women with fewer resources 

if they did not find a highly educated partner. However, Hypothesis 2 was only 

partly supported by our data (Model 1B). As expected, women in the highest 

income decile incomes were less likely to partner down. However, no signifi-

cant relationship between the socio-economic status of the job or a supervisory 

position and educational hypogamy was found (Model 1B). This finding sug-

gests that more resources are not necessarily linked to avoidance of hypogamy. 

It was rather the group of elite women (highest income) that avoided partnering 

down. 

 Models 2A/B and 3A/B tested the differences across the fields of occupa-

tion. Models 2A and 2B used the 70 percent cut-off point. This means, that 

male- and female-dominated occupations were defined as those with at least 70 

percent of the respective sex. Models 3A and 3B used the 60 percent cut-off 

point defining male- and female-dominated occupations as those with at least 

60 percent of the given sex. As predicted in Hypothesis 3, women working in 

the male-dominated occupations were more likely to have a highly educated 



Table 3: The estimated odds of homogamy among highly educated women (versus hypogamy or singleness) and 

the estimated odds of hypogamy among highly educated women (versus singleness) 
 

 Homogamy (versus hypogamy or singleness) Hypogamy (versus singleness) 

Individual level Model 1A Model 2A Model 3A Model 4A Model 5A Model 1B Model 2B Model 3B Model 4B Model 5B 

Age 1.135** 1.148** 1.146** 1.135** 1.135** 1.228** 1.220** 1.221** 1.230** 1.230** 

Very good health 1.042 1.075 1.072 1.043 1.043 0.877* 0.858* 0.859* 0.873* 0.873*  

ISEI 1.015** 

  

1.015** 1.015** 0.998 

  

0.999 0.999 

Supervisor 1.216** 

  

1.209** 1.200** 1.035 

  

1.068 1.079 

Income - highest decile 1.236* 

  

1.228* 1.220*  

     Income – decile (linear) 

     

0.934** 

  

0.935** 0.935** 

Gender occup (comp. female) 

          Male occupations (70%) 

 
1.280** 

 
1.112 

  
0.592** 

 
0.613** 

 Mixed occupations (70%) 

 

1.039 

 

1.019 

  

0.857* 

 

0.861* 

 Male occupations (60%) 

  

1.338** 

 

1.118 

  

0.660** 

 

0.679** 

Mixed occupations (60%) 

  

1.145* 

 

1.047 

  

0.860* 

 

0.886 

Country level 

          Sex ratio in education (linear) 0.187 0.173 0.154 0.184 0.178 

     Sex ratio in education (binary) 

     
1.398 1.403 1.413 1.413 1.418 

BIC 10205.6 10335.6 10326.3 10222.0 10221.2 6764.3 6765.5 6769.8 6760.2 6765.2 

AIC 10149.3 10286.3 10277.1 10151.6 10150.9 6711.4 6719.2 6723.6 6694.1 6699.1 

Log likelihood -5066.7 -5136.1 -5131.6 -5065.8 -5065.4 -3347.7 -3352.6 -3354.8 -3337.1 -3339.6 

N 8391 8391 8391 8391 8391 5449 5449 5449 5449 5449 
 

Source: SILC 2013, N (countries) = 27 
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partner than women from female-dominated professions. This conclusion held 

irrespective of whether we used the 70 or 60 percent cut-off (see Model 2A and 

3A). However using a less strict definition of male- and female-dominated 

occupations (i.e. 60 percent) suggested that even women from mixed occupa-

tions were more likely to partner with highly educated men than women from 

female professions. The difference between mixed- and female-dominated pro-

fessions was however not significant if the 70 percent cut-off was used. 

 Nevertheless, as demonstrated by Model 4A and 5A, the differences be-

tween male- and female-dominated fields were fully explained by income and 

other resources. When women’s occupational resources were integrated into 

the model, the differences across fields ceased to be significant. This suggests 

that the relative advantage of women from male-dominated fields were linked 

to their individual resources, not to better meeting opportunities. 

 In Hypothesis 4, we expected that, in the absence of homogamy, women 

from female-dominated fields would be less likely to forgo a union than wom-

en from male-dominated fields. Again, our data fully corroborated this predic-

tion. As Model 2B and 3B in Table 3 demonstrated, among women who did not 

live with a highly educated partner, women from male-dominated occupations 

had nearly 40 percent lower odds to partner down than women from female 

professions. Irrespective of the definition of female-dominated jobs (60 or 70 

percent cut-off point), our data suggest that even women from the mixed pro-

fessions were less likely to partner down than those from female-dominated 

jobs. 

 Hypothesis 4 also specified that the link between female hypogamy and the 

field of occupation cannot be explained off by women’s individual resources. 

This was corroborated by our data. Importantly, integrating income into the 

model did not change the link between the field of occupation and hypogamy. 

Even if a woman’s income was controlled for, the estimates for the field stayed 

significant and the coefficients stayed nearly unchanged. 
 

Regression analysis – Female labor force participation 
Tables 4 and 5 include information about the female labor force participation in the 

given country. First of all, our data showed that in countries with higher female 

labor force participation, the odds of homogamy were higher. One percent increase 

in the labor force participation raised the odds of homogamy by 4 percent (see 

Model 1 in Table 4). Table 4 tests Hypothesis 5 predicting that the link between 

individual resources and homogamy is stronger in countries with higher female 

labor force participation. To test this prediction, a set of models with the interaction 

between the country’s female labor force participation and woman’s occupational 

resources were included. As the field of occupation did not exert any independent 

effect on the odds of homogamy beyond personal resources (see Models 4A and 

5A in Table 3), it is not included. 
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Table 4: The estimated odds of homogamy among highly educated women, 

cross-level interactions 
 

Individual level Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Age 1.135** 1.136** 1.136** 1.135** 1.135** 1.136** 1.136** 

Very good health 1.046 1.045 1.045 1.048 1.048 1.051 1.051 

Gender typical occupation 

(comp. Female) 

       Male occupations 1.116 1.125 1.124 1.113 1.111 1.143 1.147 

Mixed occupations 1.015 1.019 1.019 1.015 1.014 1.029 1.032 

ISEI 1.015** 1.014** 1.012 1.015** 1.015** 1.015** 1.015** 

Supervisor 1.207** 1.201** 1.201** 1.184* 1.998 1.209** 1.210** 

Income - highest decile 1.236* 1.228* 1.229* 1.231* 1.229* 
  Income – decile (linear) 

     

0.989 1.443** 

Country-level 

       Sex ratio in higher edu (linear) 0.069 0.076 0.076 0.082 0.081 0.166 0.130 

Female labor force participa-

tion (LFP) 1.037** 1.037** 1.036* 1.037** 1.038** 1.049** 1.063** 

Cross-level interaction 

  
1.000 

    Female LFP # ISEI 

       Female LFP # Supervisor 

    

0.993 

  Female LFP # Income linear 

      

0.995** 

var(cons) 0.146 0.087 0.087 0.142 0.142 0.109 0.119 

var(ISEI) 

 

0.000 0.000 

    var(Supervisor) 

   
0.023 0.019 

  var(Income linear) 

     
0.003 0.001 

BIC 10221.2 10227.6 10236.6 10229.3 10237.8 10222.3 10222.9 

AIC 10143.8 10143.2 10145.1 10144.9 10146.4 10137.9 10131.4 

Log likelihood -5060.9 -5059.6 -5059.6 -5060.4 -5060.2 -5056.9 -5052.7 

N 8391 8391 8391 8391 8391 8391 8391 

 
Source: SILC 2013, N (individuals) = 8391, N (countries) = 27 

Likelihood-ratio tests: M2 > M1: LR chi2(1) = 1.94, Prob > chi2 = 0.163; M3>M2: LR chi2(1) = 0.30, Prob 

> chi2 = 0.587; M4 > M1: LR chi2(1) = 1.05, Prob > chi2 = 0.305; M5 > M4: LR chi2(1) = 0.41, Prob > chi2 
= 0.520; M7 > M6: LR chi2(1) = 7.27, Prob > chi2 = 0.007 

 

 As this table shows, a higher female employment rate encouraged homoga-

my. However, we did not find any support for the idea that women’s occupa-

tional resources mattered less in countries with lower female labor force partic-

ipation. The link between ISEI or a supervisory position and homogamy did 

not vary across countries. Moreover, the link between women’s income and the 

female employment rate went in the opposite direction than it was predicted. In 

countries with higher female labor force participation, personal income was 

less important than in places with lower female labor force participation.  
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Table 5: The estimated odds of hypogamy among highly educated women, 

cross-level interactions 
 

Individual level Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Age 1.230** 1.230** 1.230** 1.230** 1.230** 1.231** 

Very good health 0.875* 0.875* 0.876* 0.875* 0.873* 0.873*  

Gender typical occupation (comp. 

Female) 

      Male occupations 0.612** 0.613** 0.613** 0.610** 0.616** 0.621** 

Mixed occupations 0.858* 0.858* 0.860* 0.858* 0.869* 0.869*  

ISEI 0.999 1.003 0.999 0.999 0.999 0.999 

Supervisor 1.064 1.064 1.064 3.411 1.046 1.049 

Income – highest decile 

      Income – decile (linear) 0.938** 0.938** 0.939** 0.939** 0.926** 1.385*  

Country-level 

      Sex ratio in higher edu (binary) 1.159 1.159 1.138 1.141 1.319 1.284 

Female labor force participation 

(LFP) 1.035** 1.037* 1.034** 1.037** 1.046** 1.057** 

Cross-level interaction 

      Female LFP # ISEI 

 

1.000 

    Female LFP # Supervisor 

   

0.984 

  Female LFP # Income linear 

     

0.994** 

var(cons) 0.073 0.071 0.164 0.164 0.234 0.227 

var(ISEI) 0.000 0.000 

    var(Supervisor) 

  
0.035 0.022 

  var(Income linear) 

    
0.004 0.003 

BIC 6766.3 6774.8 6770.3 6776.9 6757.8 6759.9 

AIC 6687.1 6689.0 6691.0 6691.1 6678.6 6674.1 

Log likelihood -3331.5 -3331.5 -3333.5 -3332.6 -3327.3 -3324.0 

N 5449 5449 5449 5449 5449 5449 
 

Source: SILC 2013, N (individuals) = 5449, N (countries) = 27 

 

 Finally, Table 5 tests the idea that the reluctance to marry down was strong-

er in countries with lower female labor force participation. This hypothesis was 

confirmed as the odds of hypogamy were higher in countries with higher fe-

male labor force participation. One percent increase in the female employment 

rate was linked to an approximately 3 percent increase in the odds of hypoga-

my (see Model 1 in Table 5). This means that in countries where women were 

more likely to work and earn their own income, they were more willing to ac-

cept a partner with lower education. Models 2 – 4 showed that this tendency 

held across socioeconomic status and positions (the interactions between fe-

male labor force participation and ISEI/supervisory position were not signifi-

cant). However, the effect was slightly weaker for women with higher incomes. 

In other words, even if women were more likely to partner down in countries 

with higher labor force participation, this did not hold for high-income women. 
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These women were less likely to accept a man with lower education in all 

countries. 
 

Conclusions 
 

The paper explores the question of who forms homogamous unions in the 

youngest cohorts in which women outnumber men in higher education, who 

marries down, and who postpones union formation and stays single. For most 

of the 20
th
 century, homogamy (educational similarity) or female hypergamy 

(women marrying up) was a dominant and normatively accepted pattern of 

educational assortative mating. Yet, the growing female advantage in higher 

education implies a major departure from this traditional pattern. 

 In general, there is no evidence of increasing singleness among younger 

cohorts. Young highly educated women are rather more likely to partner with a 

less educated man (Esteve et al. 2012; Esteve et al. 2013; Van Bavel 2012). In 

fact, women are more likely to marry down than to marry up in the youngest 

cohorts (Esteve et al. 2012). At the same time, the existing empirical studies 

show that the link between female hypogamy and some negative outcomes 

(e.g. divorce) is weakening (Schwartz – Han 2014). This would suggest that as 

women are gaining an increasing advantage in higher education, female hypog-

amy gets normalized. 

 In theory, such a change could transform gender relationships in society in 

general. In support of this hypothesis, data from European countries show that 

women are more likely to be the main breadwinners if they partner with a man 

who has a lower level of education than themselves (Klesment – Van Bavel 

2017). However, highly educated women constitute a highly stratified group 

(Altonji et al. 2016). If higher resource women marry highly educated men and 

women with fewer economic resources partner down, it might contribute to 

increasing social inequality. 

 Unlike most of the studies on educational homogamy, we did not employ 

log-linear models as we were not interested in the levels of homogamy or hy-

pogamy. Our goal was to find out whether and how the choice between ho-

mogamy, hypogamy, and singleness is linked to women’s resources. Our study 

is built on the fundamental premise of the marriage market perspective that 

higher-quality individuals are able to mate with a higher quality partner 

(Becker 1993). At the same time, we worked with the assumption that the labor 

market position is the major factor determining an individual’s ‘value’ at the 

marriage market (Schwartz 2010, 2013). More resources also provide more 

means to avoid undesirable union (Dykstra – Poortman 2010). 

 The analysis of the EU-SILC 2013 data confirms our hypotheses and shows 

that women with better jobs have higher odds of living in a homogamous union 

with highly educated men. Our data also show that if high resource women do 
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not live with highly educated men, they are less likely to marry down compared 

to women with fewer resources. This result is fully in line with some previous 

studies (Dykstra – Poortman 2010). This finding might have important implica-

tions for the level of social inequality in society. Some authors have suggested 

that the growing female hypogamy might make society more equal and for 

example, offset a motherhood penalty (Klesment – Van Bavel 2015). Yet, it is 

also possible that the increase in female hypogamy might provide dispropor-

tional advantages to some households. If it is not enough for a woman to have a 

tertiary degree to marry a highly educated man and additional resources are 

needed (e.g. good job and high income), it might produce a second layer of 

stratification within the group of highly educated women. 

 As for the feminization of the occupation, the advantage of women in the 

male-dominated professions is fully explained by their personal resources (in-

come and occupational status). In contrast, the higher likelihood of marrying 

down than staying single for women in the female-dominated fields stay even if 

personal resources are controlled for. Here, we invoke Van Bavel's (2010) 

study showing that women in the female-typical occupations are less likely to 

postpone a union and childbearing. He interprets the finding as evidence for 

their higher family orientation. It is also in line with some other studies show-

ing that the field of education plays a major role in women’s family behavior 

(Begall – Mills 2012). 

 In the end, we need to acknowledge that our study has also some limits. 

They should be addressed in future research. First, we do not have any attitudi-

nal data. Thus, we cannot say how important it is for these women to find a 

highly educated partner. Using some other data sources, we assume that highly 

educated women tend to prefer highly educated men and that partnership is 

more preferred than singleness. However, we cannot control for such wishes 

and attitudes directly. Second, even though some of the predictors tend to be 

relatively stable others might have changed after the union formation. For ex-

ample, we can assume that highly educated women tend to have a stable pro-

fession reflecting the field they graduated from. On the other hand, it is plausi-

ble that their income is not only a predictor but also a consequence of their 

conjugal situation. Thus, we should not causally interpret these results. 
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